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Comment 3 | }%/%%

(262.12) Generator's EPA Identification Number:

CADCCY 15077

*** For Off-Site Transport of Hazardous Waste
Complete the next 2 pages of Manifest Reguirements
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SITE

SimCal Chemical Co. (formerly Valley Nitrogen)
12688 South Colorado Ave.
Helm, California 93627

INVESTIGATION PARTICIPANTS

John Moe, Ecology & Environment, Inc., Investigator, (415) 777-2811

Ron Karpowicz, Ecology & Environment, Inc., Investigator, (415) 777-2811
Sandy Avol, EPA Region IX, Inspector, (415) 556-5010

Richard Taft, EPA, Region IX, Inspector, (415) 556-8047

Arnold Hatai, CVRWQCB, (209) 445-5116

PRINCIPAL SITE CONTACT

Russell Carey: SimCal/Environmental Engineer, (209) 866-5681

TIME AND DATE OF INSPECTION

June 23, 1981; 0840 - 1150 hours

1.0 INTRODUCTION

SimCal Chemical (Valley Nitrogen) has been identified by EPA - Region
IX as a potential uncontrolled hazardous waste site. Ecology & Environment,
Inc. (E & E) was requested by EPA to conduct a preliminary investigation
at the Helm facility to assess the facility's status within EPA's
uncontrolled hazardous waste site program and to evaluate the "uncontrolled
hazardous waste related" problems that are or may be associated with
past and/or present site activities. This report summarizes the results

of E & E's preliminary investigation and provides recommendations for
future action. The report is divided into the following sections:
e Overview of facility operations
Overview of waste generation and disposal practices
Observations

)
)

® Discussion
s Site Evaluation and Recommendations
)

Photographic Documentation



2.0 OVERVIEW OF PLANT OPERATIONS

e Operation began in 1959 as a farmers co-op.
e Agricultural chemical production:

Anhydrous ammonia

Aqua ammonia

Urea

Ammonium nitrate

Ammonium sulfate

Ammonium phosphates

Nitric acid

Sulfuric acid

Phosphoric acid

Gypsum ,
e Fertilizer production only.
e No pesticide produc.ion.
o See production diagram in back of report for process information.
e Facility surrounded by crop land - cotton, beans.
e Production capacity variable since 1959 - plants added or shut down -
products essentially have remained the same.
e Facility operates as a retail outlet, often selling directly to
farmers. -
e Facility occupies over 100 acres.
o In October, 1979 Valley Nitrogen Producers filed for bankruptcy.
October, 1980 taken over by J.R. Simplot Co. (Pocatello, Idaho) - facility
now SimCal Chemical Co.
o Processes demand large quantities of water - by using cooling ponds
facility is able to reuse most of the water.
e Four operable wells on-site; 2 abandoned wells - water use is 600
gallons/minute - primarily used for cooling purposes.
o MWell water level is 130 feet (1974).

3.0 OVERVIEW OF WASTE GENERATION AND DISPOSAL PRACTICES
e Waste products have not substantially changed since 1959.

o Principal waste streams are:
- Sludge (1lime) from water softening
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- Solid gypsum from production of phosphoric acid from
phosphate rock
- Process wastewater from all on-site production plants
- Spent catalyst (vanadium pentoxide) from sulfuric acid production
e Lime sludge from water softening (boiler feedwater)
- Unlined settling pond receives blowdown from hot lime treatment
(= 15000 gpd)
- Lime and other solids allowed to settle to bottom
- Periodically lime sludge dredged out and taken to local
landfill (non-hazardous) '
- Same system since 1959
e Gypsum from phosphoric acid production (4 tons gypsum produced/1 ton
phosphoric acid)
- 1963-1980: pumped as a slurry to approximately 14 acres of unlined
ponds, After settling, supernatant was pumped out and recirculated
through production. The dried gypsum was removed by tractor for
sale as a soil amendment (phosphatic gypsum). Although unlined
natural buildup of gypsum in these ponds may make them relatively
impervious to infiltration.(See Kleinfelder report in Appendix).
- 1976 - present: filter cake (gypsum) is transported via conveyer
belt to piles for further drying. This system was started in 1976
and as of last year was capable of handling all gypsum byproduct.
The gypsum is harvested by a contractor. 150,000 tons were sold
last year - 300,000 projected for 1981.
- In case of process upset in phosphoric acid plant, gypsum slurry
can be diverted to old settling ponds.
@ Process wastewater )
- 1959 - 1976: all process water was discharged to Wheaton Slough,
a source of irrigation water north of the facility.
- 1976 - present: only runoff from the parking lot goes into Wheaton
STough. A11 other process and cooling water is pumped to either 40
acres of membrane-lined evaporation ponds six to eight feet deep or
to the old gypsum ponds. The lined ponds are surrounded by a series
of monitoring wells for leakage detection. A network of cannons and
electronic "scarecrows" discourage waterfowl from the ponds (pH 2).



e Spent catalyst (20-30 tons/year)
- In the past the spent vanadium pentoxide has been resold to the
manufacturer for reclaiming. Lately it has been removed (by contractor)
and disposed of in a Class I dump site (Kettleman Hills). Russell
Carey was fairly certain that none had ever been disposed of on-site.
- North of the old gypsum ponds a pit (50' x 150' x 20') was used
to dispose of construction debris (1974-1978). No process waste was

placed in the pit, according to Russel Carey.

4,0 OBSERVATIONS
e Facility is totally fenced with 24-hour security.
o Extremely sparsely populated area around site. Closest town is Helm -

two miles, to the south.

e Some spillage was observed in the vicinity of the molten sulfur storage
area. )

e No discharge to Wheaton Slough was observed.

o The electronic scarecrows at the lined pond area were in operation.
e In the past, breaks in the pond liner have caused it to "balloon"

up to the surface, providing a visual leak detection system. In such
cases the contents of the pond are diverted to another pond and the
Tiner is repaired.

e No releases from the Tined ponds have ever occurred due to breaches
in the dikes. ~

e Standing water was observed in the monitoring wells at approximately
the same level as the bottom of the 1lined ponds. Coupled with water
quality data indicating higher quality water in the monitoring wells
than in the ponds (see Appendix), this indicates that perched ground-

water may be entering the wells, rather than leakage from the ponds.

5.0 DISCUSSION

This facility has limited waste products since the products and
processes are designed to reuse any byproducts or waste streams. The
lined, monitored ponds appear to effectively contain wastewater. The
unlined ponds formerly used for gypsum settling, which still receive some



process water, were found to be relatively impermeable because of
gypsum deposits. Past disposal practices, while less secure than
present methods, appear to have presented little opportunity for signi-
ficant problems. The Central Valley Regional Water Quality Control
Board has been involved in monitoring waste disposal at this facility
for several years.

The primary RCRA-defined hazardous waste on site is spent
vanadium pentoxide catalyst. There is no evidence of any improper
handling or disposal of this material. General information on the
toxicity and handling of this material is presented in the Appendix.

)

6.0 SITE EVALUATION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
® Based on existing documentation this facility appears to constitute
a low hazard potential. The principle avenue of potential contamination
is infiltration to groundwater. This appears to be effectively prevented

by the 1ined ponds and the gypsum-sealed ponds.
® At the present time no further FIT investigative activities are recom-

mended for this facility.
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APPENDIX

Photographic Documentation

Appointment confirmation Jetter:

Fertilizer preduction block diagram

EPA form T 2070-3

Kleinfelder permeability test results

Wheaton Slough water analysis

Vanadium catalyst information

Wastewater monitoring reports May 1 - July 10, 1981



